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Introduction
There is a long tradition in employee relations literature of focussing on the level and effectiveness of employee involvement and participation in the workplace and, more recently, the concept of employee voice . Furthermore, the changing nature of employee relations in general within the public sector remains a key topic of current enquiry and practical significance (Prowse and Prowse, 2007) . Significantly, with the exception of the work of Marsden (2007) , there is little research on the nature of employee voice in the public sector. Located in these debates, the aim of this article is to consider a number of the current trends with respect to employee voice strategy in the public sector.
Contemporary employee relations writers are increasingly focussing on the need to better understand the concept of employee voice in an international context , in particular, the policy and strategies for greater worker involvement in key organisational decisions emanating from the European Union. To this end, the research seeks to discover the views within public sector organisations on the ongoing impact of the European Union Information and Consultation Directive.
In addition, the article will explore two other key research questions related to employee voice. The research focuses on the perceptions and experiences of respondents with respect to the purpose and efficacy of voice and the influence that both government and the EU can have on that process. Furthermore, the research considers the extent to which employee voice is 'articulated' through direct channels to management or, conversely, indirectly through representative bodies.
The research is based on a survey of human resource management (HRM) and union representatives in over 140 public sector organisations in the Yorkshire and Humber region. The paper commences with a review of the relevant literature in order to consider the key current debates on the nature and process of employee voice. A section follows on the methodology chosen for the research project. Utilising models and concepts identified in the literature review, the paper then turns to the analysis of respondents' views of employee voice. The paper closes with a review of the main findings.
The context of employee voice in the workplace
Employee involvement (EI) and employee participation (EP) have been key areas of study in employee relations for a number of years, generating debates about who are the initiators of such strategies and what internal and external changes in an organisation's environment can cause their enactment (Ramsey, 1977) . More recently, this has developed into theoretical and practical discussions about how EI and EP can be framed within the concept of employee voice .
According to Mathieson and Pendleton, 'a concise definition of employee voice that seeks to incorporate much of its EI and EP role is the ability for employees to have an impact on decisions that are made in organisations ' (2007:229) . However, there is a key distinction. As Gollan and Wilkinson argue, 'employee voice through participation forms can differ in the scope of decisions, the amount of power workers can exercise over management, and the organizational level at which the decisions are made. Some forms are purposely designed to give workers a very modest role in decision-making, while others are intended to give the workforce a substantial amount of power in organizational governance ' (2007a:1133) . Acker et al (2006) usefully track the changing nature of EI and EP over the last two decades, noting a trend that reflects an increase in interest in employee involvement, and employee voice as a specific aspect of that involvement, during a time in which trade union numbers have significantly declined. (Prowse and Prowse, 2007) . Similarly, a growing and influential literature in employee relations has focussed on employee voice mechanisms in non-union organisations (Butler, 2005; Dundon et al, 2005) . This type of research seeks to identify aspects of employee voice in the 'many sectors that dominate the economy [that] do not have a tradition of union representation ' (ibid:308) . Critically, this area of research raises two key practical and theoretical questions that the analysis that follows will seek to address.
Given that the current overall union density nationally of 34% is down from 37% in 1998 (Kersley et al., 2006:109) , are we seeing an inevitable replacement of indirect participation through the trade union route by a more individualised direct form? And if so, to what degree are alternative means of involvement being used in public sector organisations? The utilisation of direct and indirect forms of participation in the public sector is a key feature of this research.
The growing influence of Europe
The last decade has seen an increasing influence by the EU on employment rights in the workplace. (Dickens and Hall, 2006) . Given the traditional 'voluntary' nature of employee relations in the UK, it could be argued that the legal obligation and constraints placed on employers by these types of EU initiated regulations would be seen by some employers as an intrusion on their management of the employment relationship. The analysis that follows seeks to identify evidence of such resistance Of particular interest in that analysis are the implications of the Information and Consultation for Employees (ICE) Regulations introduced in UK in 2005 under the adoption of the European Directive (2002/14/EC) on employee information and consultation. The UK was originally given an extended deadline till 2008 to fully introduce the regulations because, unlike most other member states, it does not have a statutory system for involvement and participation (Gollan and Wilkinson, 2007b) . For some commentators like Dundon et al., the ICE Regulations, 'will impact directly and indirectly on the nature, meaning and purpose of employee voice ' (2004:1166) . However, to what degree will that be the case? As Gollan and Wilkinson opine, 'its potential depends on the strategies of employers and the response by the trade unions to these initiatives ' (2007b:1144) . Nevertheless, they do also stress that, 'the Directive could have far reaching consequences for the way that UK employers inform and consult employees over a wide range of organisational issues (ibid.:1145 ' (2006:29) . This supports Hall's assertion (2005; that the unions' approach has been primarily 'defensive' rather than 'proactive'. Conversely, for Hall, the employers' approach has been one of 'risk assessment' rather than 'compliance' in the sense of auditing existing processes rather then actively planning for potential legal challenges from the workforce or their representatives. Recent research on employees' knowledge of legal requirements concerning information and consultation, 'suggest that more than eight in ten employees in the UK,' had not heard of the Directive or the Regulations' Wilkinson, 2007a:1138) . Crucially, knowledge of and support for the Regulations in the public sector figure as a key aspect of the discussions that follow.
Concepts and models of employee voice
There are a number of key conceptualisations of employee voice (See Marchington and Wilkinson, 2005; ). Marchington's (2005:27 ) model of participation is particularly influential and will be utilised in the analysis that follows. Marchington conceptualises four key aspects of participation:
• The degree of involvement indicates the extent to which workers or their representatives are able to influence management decisions.
• The scope of decisions open to influence by workers relates to the type of subject matter dealt with in the participation arena, ranging from the trivial to the strategic.
• The level in the organisation at which workers (or their representatives) are involved in management decisions.
• The different forms -for instance, from face-to-face meetings to collective bargaining. Cox et al. (2006) also usefully conceptualise the 'breadth' of participation in terms of how many schemes are running concurrently, or as 'multi-complimentary practices' (Cox et al., 2007:18) , and its 'depth' in relation to their regularity, the power accorded to employees (Cox et al., 2006) or how 'embedded' the practice is in the workplace (Cox et al., 2007:18) .
A growing number of writers have focussed on the concepts and significance of indirect and direct voice where, 'direct methods tend to be oriented around an employee's individual work performance', in contrast to 'more indirect forms conducted through employee representatives' Wilkinson, 2007a:1135) . Utlising WERS2004, Kersley et al.'s highlight the continued utilisation of 'bundles of high involvement task practices', such as team-working, (2006:95-96) . Similarly, Wood utilises the WERS2004 dataset to highlight the degree to which employee wellbeing and voice are linked (2008:165). Peccei et al. (2007) A review of the current literature has highlighted the contemporary debates on the value and meaning of employee voice, what forms employee voice may take in the workplace and also the potential influence that the ICE Regulations may have on such initiatives. Utilising model of participation as a conceptual framework for analysis, the article considers these key themes as perceived by HRM practitioners and trade union representatives working in the public sector. The discussion focuses on three particular issues:
• What are respondents' views on employee voice strategy in terms of its purpose, efficacy and the external influences upon it? • What are respondents' views on the ICE Regulations?
• What are the nature and significance of direct and indirect forms of employee voice in the public sector?
Methods and methodology
The research is based on a survey of over 140 public sector HRM practitioners and union representatives in the Yorkshire and Humberside region of the UK. The choice of region was determined in part by the decision to exploit existing relationships with the CIPD (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development) and the TUC (Trades Union Congress) in the region where the writer's university is located. The research was carried out between November 2006 and February 2008.
The sample of HRM and union representatives was derived through two separate routes. With the support of the regional TUC, access was obtained to union representatives attending TUC courses at a number of locations around the region. With the assistance of course tutors, questionnaires were sent out to the union students. Of the 180 questionnaires sent out, 55 were returned. This was then supplemented by the distribution of 70 questionnaires at a Labour Party conference for Yorkshire trade unionists that realised 20 returns. Overall, this represented a return of 30%.
The views of the HRM representatives were derived from an anonymous sample of former and current students at the writer's university undertaking the MSc part-time programme in Human Resource Management. This was supplemented by surveying a group of students in a separate college in the region undertaking the CIPD Diploma in Personnel Management. 66 out of 200 questionnaires were returned, resulting in return of 33%. The students were all in full-time employment and so had, it could be argued, a good understanding of current HRM issues, such as employee involvement, and would be able to offer an important insight into voice initiatives across the region. This resulted in an overall total of 75 union and 66 HRM representatives who engaged in the research.
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The survey was designed to investigate HRM practitioners' and union representatives' views and experiences of employee voice practices in the workplace. Its purpose was also to establish respondents' views on the ICE Regulations in terms of their impact in public sector workplaces. Finally, the aim of the survey was to explore the extent and nature of direct and indirect forms of employee voice currently utilised within public sector organisations in the region. The questionnaire was made up of four sections, used a combination of open and closed questions and a series of five-point Likert scales (using the metrics, 5, strongly agree with the statement, down to 1, strongly disagree). The data was analysed using content analysis for open-ended question and t-tests to identify significant differences in respondents' views.
The first section collected biographical information about the respondents in terms of their roles and the area of the public sector they worked in. Analysis established that they came from a cross section of the public sector, with the main areas represented being education 10%, health 29%, local government 23%, social services 8%, state agencies 10% and the environment, fire and transport 9%. In terms of roles, 27% of the HRM respondents were advisers, 33% were officers or assistants and 40% were managers. On the union side, 39% of respondents were stewards, 27% were officers and 34% were learning or health and safety representatives. The main unions represented were UNISON, UNITE, GMB, UCU, PCS, NUT and the FBU.
The second section investigated the respondents' views on employee voice and linked to the first research question regarding the purpose and efficacy of employee voice and external influences upon it. The questions utilised are shown in table one below. The third section of the questionnaire focussed on respondents' views on and knowledge of the ICE Regulations and link to the second research question. Key questions are again shown in table one. In addition, respondents were asked whether a consultation committee had been formed in the last three years and, if so, for what purpose. The final section explored views on and experiences of direct and indirect forms of employee voice. Informed by the third key research question, respondents were asked about union involvement in employee voice, the extent of negotiation and consultation in their organisation and what type of items made up their respective agendas (for instance, terms and conditions of service, health and safety or training). Respondents were also asked about the type of communication channels used in their workplace (for instance, suggestion schemes, newsletters or team briefings). In terms of the latter, they were also asked about the periodicity of briefings, the level of employee input at meetings and the sort of topics covered in the briefings.
Respondents' views on the policy and practice of employee voice in the workplace
In terms of the first research question, overall findings from the research suggest a general support for the concept of employee voice and its potential to give employees a 'greater say' whilst also having a positive impact on the organisation. As table one indicates, when asked about the efficacy of employee voice both HRM and union representatives supported its positive effect in terms of increasing shared vision in the organisation, improving performance and having an influence on strategy. * T values statistically significant at P < 0.05 level Conversely, the table shows a number of key differences of views. In terms of the context of employee voice, it can be seen that there was a statistically significant difference between HRM and union representatives regarding the effectiveness of government policy, with union representatives less satisfied. The reason for this, it could be argued, is that despite a more sympathetic approach to the unions, the Labour government has not rescinded the much disliked 'anti-trade union' laws enacted by previous Conservative governments (Mulholland, 2007) . It is of note, however, that a mean of 3.21 for HRM representatives is similarly hardly an endorsement of the Government's approach to employee relations and reflects the 7 continuing challenge faced by government in satisfying the, often contrasting, demands of the major social partners.
A more positive response by the union representatives, and again statistically significantly higher than their HRM counterparts, is the support for EU involvement in employee relations legislation. Which may be a reflection of the union representatives' greater satisfaction with many of the EU driven employment protection initiatives introduced in recent years; in contrast to critics like the Confederation of Business Industry which see them, and may thus reflect HRM view, as an increasing burden to maintaining business competitiveness (Inman, 2006) .
T h e p o t e n t i a l i m p a c t o f t h e I C E R e g u l a t i o n s
The discussion earlier highlighted the potential impact that the recent ICE Regulations may have on employee voice and informs the second research question in terms of how the respondents viewed those Regulations. Their perceptions, as indicated in table one, are captured in the response to two specific instruments. It can be seen that both sets of representatives, on average, see some positive value in the initiative. Significantly and, perhaps, of more concern to the unions was the statistically significant lesser knowledge of the Regulations on the part of union representatives. As the discussion earlier indicated, the Regulations are potentially an alternative form of indirect voice for union members and also the means of increasing the degree of input with greater scope for that input into strategic issues in the organisation. The results of the research would suggest that this potential remains undeveloped until union representatives are more aware of the aims and objectives of the Regulations. Conversely, it may reflect a continuing 'ambivalence' over the utility of the Regulations and a 'lack of strategy' on the part of the union to engage with them positively (Hall, 2006) . Paradoxically, when asked about the introduction of 'any form' of joint consultation committees (JCC) in the last three years, again to test the potential influence of the Regulations, 44% of the HRM representatives reported that a JCC or equivalent had been established. Caution is needed in interpreting this finding, particularly as Kersley et al recently (2006) reported a fall in JCCs from 20% to 14% in all UK workplaces. However, their specific research figures for medium to large organisations, which are in the majority in this study, indicate nearer to a 65% average (ibid).
What can be concluded for such an apparently higher number of recently established committees? Voice is still a fairly ambiguous term for many organisational members and it might be suspected that respondents were on occasion unclear of existing consultation arrangements. Certainly when reported as it was on a number of occasions in the context of organisations such as the NHS and local authorities, which have a tradition of JCCs together with separate negotiation bodies. This aside, the reasons cited for their introduction by a number of representatives was as a direct response to the Regulations, indicating that they have acted as a catalyst to some extent for encouraging this form (Marchinton, 2005) . Over 50% of these repondents related the establishment of the committee to the need to manage organisational change and to improve communication. It is clear that more substantial research needs to be undertaken to test these results. Nevertheless, it does offer some evidence to suggest that the Regulations are having an effect on employee voice in the 8 organisations surveyed which potentially will impact on all four aspects of model of participation.
Direct and indirect elements of employee voice
Having considered a key indirect mechanism for employee voice, respondents were asked to identify the various types or 'the breadth' (Cox et al.,2006) of direct employee voice techniques that existed in their organisation. Addressing the third and final research question in terms of the incidence and influence of direct and indirect forms of voice, comparison with the WERS 2004 results (Kersley et al, 2006) indicates a healthy spread of complementary direct voice mechanisms in the 141 organisations surveyed (for comparison, the 'all workplaces figure' from WERS2004 are shown in brackets).
'Downward communication' techniques like the used of newsletters were present in 72% (45%) of workplaces surveyed and the use of the company intranet in 75% (34%). Upward problem-solving saw 44% (30%) of organisations with suggestion schemes, 72% (38%) utilising email for employee voice purposes and 69% (42%) conducting employee surveys. What this indicates is a good 'breadth' of direct voice across the sample companies. What it does not indicate is the 'depth' (Cox et al., 2006) of these techniques in terms of how regular they occur and what scope or subject matter they cover. Finally, in terms of what Kersley et al term 'face-to-face meetings ' (2006:135) , face to face meetings with a supervisor or line manager occurred at 78% (91%) of sites and team briefings at 81% (71%) of the organisations surveyed.
In order to address in part the question of 'depth' of voice in the survey, the next section considers the utilisation of team briefings as a means of employee input in more detail. To this end, in addition to reporting on the existence of team briefings as a voice technique, HRM respondents were also asked what was the average periodicity of these meetings, what percentage of time was set aside for employee input at meetings and what were the key topics discussed.
With respect to the findings of WERS 2004 (Kersley et al, 2006:136-137 ) the data from this research has close similarities, 'briefings tended to take place on a frequent basis ' (ibid:137) . However, where WERS reported almost half being on a weekly basis and a further third on a monthly basis, 53% of this study's respondents reported monthly team briefings and 32% weekly meetings. In relation to the amount of staff input at team briefings, the results again accord quite closely with the WERS2004 findings. Kersley et al (2006) report that two thirds of organisations offered at least 25% of team meetings 'for employee to ask questions or offer views ' (ibid:137) . For the sample in this research in excess of 59% of the organisations surveyed employees enjoyed a similar level of input.
Respondents reported on a range of topics covered in team briefings including company strategy and performance, future plans, company finance and new initiatives, reflecting the traditional top down nature of the team brief. Conversely, the discussion also focussed heavily on operational and team plans and performance, workloads and day-to-day issues. 'Ways of working and how to improve,' 'issues that need raising to improve our service,' 'improving processes and procedures,' 'customer and technical issues' and 'KPIs' all figured in a broad range of topics covered by the briefing. Overall, in terms of their presence, their periodicity, staff input and the range of topics covered, the research would suggest that the experiences of the HRM practitioners surveyed accorded to a significant degree with Cox et al's notion of real 'depth' (2006) of employee involvement with respect to this particular direct voice technique. Furthermore, what the research findings suggest is that team briefings are a key voice mechanism for communication to staff but also to allow them a sizeable input into those meeting. It is also of note that given of all the HRM practitioners surveyed in this research, over three quarters worked in organisations that recognised trade unions, it suggests that team briefings are acting as an adjunct of not an alternative to unions. It is to the issue of union recognition that the discussion now turns.
With respect to the extent of indirect voice via the union route and the resultant 'degree of involvement' (Marchington, 2005:28) , union and HRM representatives were asked to indicate which of six key areas of business operations and people management were covered by consultation and negotiation between management and the unions. 91% reported that terms and conditions were covered by negotiation and 72% by consultation. Health and safety was negotiated on at 90% of the organisations and a topic for consultation at 86%. Equal opportunities issues figured in 73% of negotiations and 77% of consultation. Training and development was a subject of negotiation at 66% of the organisations and on the consultation agenda at 75%. The organisation of work figured on the negotiation table in 61% of organisations and at 77% for the purpose of consultation. Finally, financial plans were the subject of negotiation at just 36% of organisations researched and consulted on at 44% of those organisations. Overall, these figures suggest the presence of a substantial negotiation and consultation agenda and are evidence that the unions, certainly in this sample of public sector organisations, continue to play a significant role in articulating the views and aspirations of the workforce.
Conclusion
Utilising three research questions derived from key debates in current employee relation literature, the focus of this article has been on the concept and practice of employee voice, in order to give a greater insight into an under-researched element of public sector management. Considering first how the respondents perceive employee voice, the results indicate that generally both HRM and union representatives shared a positive view in terms of its role in engaging more effectively with staff. In contrast, government policy had little endorsement by either group. Why union representatives in particular were so negative, despite employment laws enacted since 1997 designed to give workers greater rights (Dicken and Hall, 2006) , suggests perhaps that concomitant increases in collective rights are still expected off the government (Smith and Morton, 2006) . In terms of the influence of the EU, union representatives were far more supportive than their HRM counterparts, which paradoxically may be because many of those increased individual rights emanate from EU directives.
Crucially, perceptions of the role of the EU in employee voice linked to the second research question in terms of respondents' knowledge and understanding of ICE Regulations. Although both sets of representatives saw some positive value in the initiative, the findings indicated that there was significantly less knowledge about the Regulations amongst union representatives. This result supports the argument that in the public sector union representatives are also at best 'ambivalent' about the initiative and minimal union strategy exists to raise their awareness of its potential or challenges (Hall, 2006; Gollan and Wilkinson, 2007b) .
The third area of focus highlighted some significant issues regarding direct and indirect employee voice in the public sector. The results revealed a range and high incidence of direct voice mechanisms across all the organisations surveyed. In particular, the research revealed that team briefings are well embedded in terms of their high level of periodicity, the time allowed for staff input and the wide range of topics covered at the meetings. Which supports Cox et al.s (2007) findings on team briefings as an emerging channel for employee voice. However, even allowing for the opportunity for significant staff input, the actual subject matter of the briefing suggests that an alternative negotiating agenda is needed for staff to really influence decision-making in the organisation. In that respect, the high levels of indirect voice mechanisms identified suggest that unions continue to play a key role in the public sector in terms of consultation and negotiation and there is little evidence that they are being supplanted by more direct modes of staff involvement
In closing, Marchington's model (2005) proved useful in locating and analysing elements of direct and indirect voice in terms of their breadth and depth (Cox et al, 2006) , and on a continuum from simple direct involvement to more indirect and collective participation . It is evident that different voice techniques and forms (direct and indirect) can and do lie simultaneously on a scale achieving, arguably, different degrees of employee input in tandem. From a theoretical perspective, therefore, the analysis in this paper suggests that a fifth dimension could be added to model of participation that takes into account the concurrence of types of involvement and participation taking place at any one time in an organisation. Clearly, the area of employee voice in the public sector merits continuing investigation in the context of the changing nature of national and international employee relations. The findings in this research, it is hoped, have made a contribution to that endeavour.
